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the family, joyous in his prime, is cut off in an instant when 
he slips and falls across the spinning circular saw. A farmer 
takes an unaccustomed stroll through his fields, leans against 
the barbed wire fence. A sudden storm has knocked a wire 


| 


against the fence down the line a way, the farmer dies swiftly.) 
Frost has the right, if any one does, of portraying 
New England as the section we have just described. He knows, 
with the greatest possible intimacy, every aspect of a New 
England fermer's life. A significant proportion of his life 
has been spent on one farm or another in New Hampshire and 
Vermont. 
It is easy enough to let one's opinion of New 
England farm life color one's view of the biographical aspect 
of Frost's poetry— that is, the influence of his experiences 
evident in his poetry. Amy Lowell sees Frost's own life as 
one great battle against environment. She infers that while 
this might have been the downfall of a differant man, it 
serves to be Frost's inspiration. But her main thought is that 
the farmer's life is all struggle; grim, heart-breaking, 
meegrely-rewarded toil. 
Kingston, Frost''s«father'srbirthplace,.is in. Roek- 
inghem County, and not many miles to the north of Derry. 
In buying Robert a farm in Derry, therefore, Mr. William 
Frost was merely in a measure returning upon his own life. 
But returns are dangerous things. The whole farming in- 
dustry of New England had been krocked on the head by the 
opening up of the West. The enterprising youghs of these 


country districts had gone to make their fortunes on the 
stretching meadows of the western plains. To start life 
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in San Francisco and wrk back to a farm in Derry, New 
Hampshire, would have been retrogression indeed for anyone 
with a less special destiny than Mr. Frost. Here was a 
young man, 25 years old, whose horizon since he was 10 had 
been bounded by Eanover on the north and Boston on the 
south, only a few 100 miles either way. Here was this 
same young man working from morning to night to tear a 
living out of thin soil. Yet, however despairing the out- 
look. seemed, this was the very concatenation of circum- 
stance and surrounding that the poet needed. A few 100 
miles was to contain all his poetic world, but these few 
100 miles were to_be deepened indefinitely by the delving 
of his wn spade.l 


Miss Lowell has long been leader of the pack who cry 
that Frost writes of a New England that is dead and decaying. 
She sees New England farm life as a hopeless situation, and 


has discovered many who agree with her and say so in their 


critical estimation of Frost. Though she was among the first 
to recognize Frost's outstanding qualities, she was the first 
as well to see a grim portrayal of life as the all-pfdvading 
import of Frost's work.: In her review of North of Boston she 


could only write: 


North of Boston is a very sad book. All the sadder, 
perhaps, because the poet is at no pains to mke it so. H 
is holding no brief for or against the state of things he 
portrays, eis toowmuch a parvor it himself to exhibit it 
as an illustration of anything. He writes of it because 
it is tis, nwhais.to Lore ,and present. ..Yet, -in).spite,of,its 
author's sympathetic touch, the book reveals a disease 
which is eating into the vitals of our New England life, 
at least in its rural communities. 

Wheat is there in the hard, vigorous climate of these 
states which plants the seeds of degeneration? Is the 
violence and ugliness of their religious belief the cause 
of these twisted and tortured lives? Have the ssne, full- 
blooded men all been drafted away to the cities, or the 


lRobert Frost, The Man and His Work. New York: Henry 


Holt ane Company, 19 . pr. 3. 
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West, leaving behind only feeble remainders 
stock? The question again demands an answer 
ing Mr. Frost's book. é 


And there is a considerable group of criti 


seem convinced thet realistic and vivid as Frost! 


izations are, they are descriptions of peculiar 


neovle found nowhere but in the confines of the 


and restricted 


New England 


hills; a sort of 'missing-link' between modern civilization 
% 


endthe aboriginal savages. 


G. R. Elliott spoke of their "narrov 


and unreli 


lives"S; Grant C. Knight said: "Mr, Frost is compelled to 


speak of blighted lives, of defeated hopes"4; 


Caroline Ford 


called Frost's New England, "the scene of a diminis 


population,....one where fear and poverty form 


many lives....a region inhabited by many unhappy 


v 


the axis 


individuals 


T. K. Whipple suggested: "Even his people are etchings or 


oe 


woodcuts--droll, bizarre, sometimes pathetic" 


© LJ 
“Tendencies in Modern American Poetry. 


The Macmillan Company, 1917. p. 105. 


“The Nation, Vol 109:2 
in Recognition of Robert Frost; 


Henry Holt & Go. 1937. p. 190. 
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4hmerican Literature and Culture. 
RO 8 ee 
Long and Richard Smith, Inc., 1932. p. 469. 


John Farrar 


New York: 


th Anniversary. 


lew York; 


sThe Less Travelled Road, Harvard Univers 


1935. Cited De Thernton,: Tbid. np, 16, 


cited by 


SSpokesmen: Modern Writers & American 


Thornton,’ Lbid —p4215., 
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considered his whole body of writing illustrative of a decay- 


=) 
‘ 

J. 

+] 


ing and degenerating New Englanda"’; Alfred Kreymborg, spea 


of Frost, wrote: "Nor did moribund New England, with its 


deserted farms and broken or stunted people, impress him with 


total tragedy."8 Bruce Weirick called it "a tired civilization! 


! 


going to seed," and added, "Life here has lost its...meaning. 


It is but a vacillation between the 


> 


fences make good neighbors! and an imagination brooding on 
death, and shattering itself in futility or insanity." 
Elizabeth Shipley Sergeant wrote of the "spare human 


figures moving across Frost's New England landscape.’ 


Clement Wood declared that "the old New England....died of a 


= 
oC 


transfusion of its best blood to the...West." Frosts® 


characters, he added are the “Sparse human backwaters" of this 


old New England, "starving into the asylum or the cemetery. 


"The effect of Frost's stories," he continued, “is that they 
are largely point 
is the unleafed laureate of a people living and dying point- 


s 
lessly."11 


nr * . - 
‘anonymous sketches edited by John Farrar, cited by 
Thornton, LBkd.,, De 2) Ds 


Sour Singing strength, cited by Thornton, Ibid. p.234 


om i C : py - 
“From Whitman to Sandburg in American Foetry. 
York: The Macmillan Company, 1939. pp. 183-89. 


2 
—) 
— 
@ 
= 


10Fire Under the Andes, cited by Thornton, Ibid.p.152. 


1lPoets of America. New York: E. FP. Dutton & Comp any, 
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Paul Engle said of these people of Frost's New 
England: 


> They had lived on the same land till the life was 
sucked out of it and the plough harvested only rocks, 

and the barns had wooden cages in the darkest corners 

where the minds that had cracked under in-breeding 

and the lonely, repressive: life in remote valleys,.... 

gibbered their lives away. 


Even Robert Peter Tristram Coffin, a native New 


Englander, and friend and student of Robert Frost, could not 


but write of the loneliness that he feels is tangible in the 


New England scene. "It is a strangely changed New England 
from the one Whittier knew when he walked the Crystal Hills 
of New Hampshire looking for bright legends of the Sokokis. 
It is sometimes lonelier than when the Indiens held it. A 
Place where much living has been and is no longer there is 
lonelier than a virgin wilderness."17 

Coffin's interpretation of Frost is that this 
changed and lonely New England has had profound effect on its 
inhabitants. The very fibre of their lives is gripped, in- 
flfienced by the isolation of their existence. They too are 
changing. 

In these northern farmlands that are becoming 
forests, where houses grow fewer year by year, strange 
Vv 
i 


changes come over the people that e stayed. Staying 
is the word Frost uses for it, not ving. A woman 


16jonathan Cape edition, Selected Poems, cited by 
Thornton, Ibid. *p." 305. 


17New Poetry of New England: Frost and Robinson. 
Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1938. p. 304. 
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This is how Coffin would describe one kind of New 
England tragedy.&2 

There is a sadness in the very fact of decline in 
population in the New England. stabes, in that the décline 


brings with it the ineviteble abandonment of ferms, allowing 


the land to ga back to Nature. 


So it goes, too, wth the farms all over northern 
New England. The White Nountains and the Green have grown 
back into their ancient extent. They have pushed the 
farms off their knees and taken back their green and 
ancient children. Frost knows the tragedy of tame land 
going back to the wild. He writes often of coming upon 
houses lost in the mountains, £9 


Amy Lowell paints a more harsh picture of the same 


thing. 


Here are the huge hills, undraped by any sympathetic 
legend, felt as things hard and unyelding, almost sin- 
ister, not exactly feared, but regarded as in some sort 
influences nevertheless. Heavy thunder-storms drench the 
lonely roads and spatter on the walls of farmhouses 
rotting in abandonment; Wo the modern New England town, 
with narrow frame houses, sited by drummers alone, is 
painted in all its oe esis wes “24 


Louis Untermeyer feels that this grim New England 
is but 8 background, against which Frost portrays humen drama. 


In North of Boston Frost found his own full utterance 
and himself. It is, as he call it, a "book of people." 
And it is more than theo. LG is-s book of a people, of 
the folk of New England, of Néw England itself with its 
hard hills and harder certainties, its repressions, its 


£2R~P »Coffin; Teidsp.-22. 
Sop. Gite 


9 . . fr . . 
£4Tendencies in Modern American Poetry, ibid, p. Lov 
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cold humor and inverted tenderness, Agsinst this 
background, Frost has placed some of the most 
poignant and dramati¢t poems that the age has pro- 
duced, perhaps the most authentic and powerful that 
have ever come out of America.©° 

| 


Coffin sees that there are all the elements of 
normal living in Frost, md that grief and fear are anong them, 


He sees them as essential to life, and to this poetry. 


A man doing small farming has great friends at his | 
elbow: the seasons, frost and rain, night and day, and 
others, too. Not the great aristocratic friends in books, 
preaching perfection, but the great commoners who teach a | 
man how to get along: gladness, compassion, fear, grief, 
"he-ness," to bring out the "sheness" in a mate; good 


neighbors for a man who does not want to be alone, or grow 
out of the real world into one he has to build for himself 
Frost does not always call these friends by name. In his 
fear of absolutes, he often avoids naming even next-door 
neighbors like grief and compassion. But he doesn't need 
to name them, They are there,<6 


We cannot but feel that the overwhelming voice of 


these critics would heve us see an unlovely New England, 


> 


her. They base 


4 


peopled by those who have degenerate d with 


their judgements on their own experience, and on their reading 
of Frost. It must be admitted that Frost gives them some 


basis for these opinions. | 


9D . ° + 1 Fr 7 if = 
“SThe New Era in American Foetry. New York: henry 


Holt & Company, 1919. p. 22. 


26New Poetry of New England: Robinson 8 Frost ,° Ibid. 
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"Home Burial" is mother of the critic 


in the list of the morbid end tragic. Untermeyer cal 


"ea domestic tragedy that is the more terrible 
h " nZ6 i q 2 + = a a 1S fw > oa] 
happens. ° It deals with the morbidness of 


remote places of New Englend— a woman unable 
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iin after her only child has died. L 
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2 72 
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poem is a ghastly indictment of the small fami 


just the opposite true, and small femnil 
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Yew “ngland farm country would find 


minority. But Bdward Garnett hes paid fitting; 


poem when he said: "I say unhesitatingly that 


poignancy this piece stands by itself in American 


In the poem, the child « 


; 
emptiness, 


critics feel that, as in "A 


bey 


the horror, unsettle the mother's m 


Q 3 ci . 2 ! 
A Servant to Servants", 


woman's hopeless drudgery of housework that mal 


to re-adjiust after her loss. "The father 


least the healthiness of work amid the constantly 


seasons to sustain him but the mother has only her dull 
vo 
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round of household tasks.’ v4 
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American Poetry Since 1900. Ibid. 


Zw RB) °. s K 7 . T 
“’Tendencies in Modern American Poetry, 


S8Atlantic Monthly, Vol. 116:2, pp.214-224 ( 
Cited by Thornton, Ibid. Bra OO 
ake 


Y2hmy Lowell, Tendencies in Modern 


American 
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inher greatest need for solace she felt she was’ deserted, 


because her reactions to death were not his. She expected 

that the event would justify open grieving, talking with the 
neighbors about it, venting of her sorrow through expressed 
emotions. But instead her husband talked with his neighbor 


about birch fences. His was adifferent code, that of meeting 


bereavement with courage, of keeping up ' a decent front! 


when with outsiders, of letting the common things of life 

His comparative ease of adjustment made it 
the more difficult for him to understand her prolonged brood- 
ing, and they grew farther and farther apart in their mis- 
understending. “There seemed but little hope of a recon- 
ciliation in such a situation. In her complete absorpti on 

in her own grief, she failed to understand her husband's 

love for her, and their greater need for each other. He had 
hi 


to bear the double loss of his son's life, and his wife's 


love and companionship. 


"The Fear", because of its inconclusive ending, 


has allowed critics a great field for conjecture, and ad- 


‘ditional means for proving Frost morbid and queer. It would 


seem that sane reading of the poem would allow of no more 


interpretation than the following situation. A woman who has 
left her husband to live with snother man is constantly 
haunted by the fear that the hust nd will follow her. Coming 


home on a dark night she is startled by a stranger on the road. 
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of all outdoors, "48 yet it would seem thet lines like the 


oO 


following are typicel of loneliness and old age everywhere; 
» ) Yhat kept him from remembering the need | 
That brought him to that creaking room was age. 


He stood with barrels round him— at a loss. 
And having scared the cellar under him 

In clomping ide he scared it once sgain 
in; elomping: off s+ 


A light he was to no one but himself 
Where now he sat, concerned with he knew what 


The sadness of it is that such an ixistence should be necessary}. 


iow horribly lonely! Some writers say that this is a typical 


New England scene. That many are the ferms where the aged 


generation has been sbandoned by the younger, left to watch 


the trees creep closer to the house year by year, while the 


young strong youths are off in the city, exploring more 
exciting realms. This writer cannot agree that the situation 
is so wide-spread as to deserve the appellation 'typical', 
though grantedly it is hapnening today to some poor bewildered 


old people. They can do little better than the neglected man 


of the poem: 


One aged man—one man—can't keep a house, 
A farm, ‘a countryside, or if he can, 
It's thus he does it of a winter night.ol 


It is a tragedy of New England that such must be the case for 


anyone. 
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"The Census-Teker" treats of this ssme theme of a 
land deserted. On a solitary errand the Census-taker talks 
to himself, as lonely New Englanders often do. He is taking 
census in an abandoned rural district, and happens on an 

" > 
empty slab-built, black-paper-covered house of one room and 
att mI n49 3 = a — 
one window and one door, and as he leaves he declares: 

'The place is desert and let whoso lurks 

In silence, if in this he is aggrieved, 

Break silence now or be forever silent. co 

Let him say why it should not be declared so.!'?* 
The Census-taker, whom one might think of as a rather calloused} 
methodical, balnd person, turns out to be deeply touched by the 
aspect of: 

'The only dwelling in a waste cut over 

hundred square miles round it in the mountains; 

And that not dwelt in now by men or women.! 
He feels that: 

This house in one year fallen to dec 

Filled me with no less sorrow than th 

s 
2 


Fallen: to ruin in ten thousand yeers 
Where Asia wedges Afbica from Europe. 


houses 


The melancholy of having to count sauls 
Where they grow fewer and fewer every year 
ex me where ey shrink to none at_all. 
Is tre where they shrink to none at_al 
54 


It must’ be I want life to go on living. 
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Slcollected Poems of Robert Frost. De els 


S2Ipid, pl 217. 
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"Blueberries" treats lightly of a family typical not 
just of New England, but of many sections of our country. They 
are the type who ‘live off the land' and feel that they have a 


perfect right,.to do so. In this instance the family is 


oOo 


apparently. not absolutely déstitutes since they are able to 
efford a horse: 
-»ewho should come by, with democrat-load 


Of all the young chettering Lorens alive, 
But Loren, the fatherly, out for a drive.! 


a 
if 


But with so many in the family, Loren finds it an easy way of 
providing to partake of the bounty the berry fields have to 
offer. He is so practiced at the art of making off with 
berries that there have grown up near legends about him in the 
neighboring country-side. 

"He seems to be thrifty; and hasn't he need, 

With the mouths of all those young Lorens to feed? 


He has brought them all up on wild berries, they say, 
Like birds. They store a great many away. 


They eat them the year round, and those they don't es 
They sell in the store and buy shoes for their feet. 
Very probably Loren could find some better means of provision 
for his flock, but in a land where thrift 


Vey} 
i 


ticed for so many many generations, it ‘seems the most natural 
thing to him to grasp the nearest and cheapest source of 
existence. And poverty, whether imagined or Beal, does not 


make people generous; it makes them grasping and selfish; it 


"Seolbeted Poems of Robert Frost. FP. 79. 


S6op. cit. 
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turns their every thought. to "getting" and allows them no 


= 
tC 
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opportunity for learning the joy of giving. 
the open berry fields for so many years that he feels they 


belong to him, end he resents any one else who presumes to 


pick there. 


They won't bd too friendly~ they may be polite— 
To people they look on as having no right 
To pick where they're picking.»/ 


Though existence on a New-England ferm often necessitates 


rigid economies, Loren has al 
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it as the centrolling factor of 


"The Star Splitter" pictures a man who, if he were a 
real farmer, might well go down as’ one of the best examples of 
a New Englander gone berserk. He cared so little for his land 


home that he up and burned the house down one night, 


~” 


and hi 
just to get the insurance money. A true farmer would certain- 
ly have been insane to do such a thing, but Brad McLaughlin 
was no jarmer. Just as Frost, on his first farm, milked his 
cows in the middle of the night in order to be able to sleep 
late in the morning, so this man was always: 

Busy outdoors by lantern-light with something 

I should have done by daylight, and indeed 


After the ground is frozen, I should have done 
Before it froze, °8 


S7Gollected Poems of Robert Frost. p. Sl. 
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S8Ibid. p. 218 
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He had no hand forfarming, and no taste for it. However, he 
had something on his mind which was much more interesting, so 
He burned his house down for the fire insurance 
And spent the proceeds on a telescope 


To satisfy a life-long curiosity it 
About our place among the infinit#es.°”? 


"Mme Figure in the Doorway", if he be a New Englander 
has an existence that is indisputably cut-off, isolated from the 
world. He might well seem the hollow product of a decaying 
civilization, for Frost writes that he is "grim and gaunt". 
However, this was not due to the way he lived: 

The miles and miles he lived from anywhere 

Were evidently something he could bear. 


He stood unshaken, and if grim end _ gaunt, 
It was not necessarily from want, 60 


He has enough to provide for his physical needs~wood for fuel, 


J = yn. Sx a) <5 
ten, 2 pig, a well, and a. garden patch. lhe passin 
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evidently all the company and entertainment he wants. He is 
not at odds with the world, for he has chosen this life of his 
own free will. It would seem that the tragedy of his existence 
lies in the fect that he is utterly useless» to others. If 
purpose is your excuse for being, this man is pathetic; but if 


. : o oes 
youlaccept the premise that every man has a right to choge his 


own mode of existence so long as he does not trespass on the 


rights of others, then this man is as well adjusted as any of up. 
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The miller of "The Vanishing Red" fully deserves 


the worst the critics can say; "“half-mad", "ignorant", 


"sadistic", "crazed", or any other. He kills an Indian on 


pathetically minor provocation, and he looks on the affair as 
entirely his own business: 


"Whose business,—if I take it on myself, 

Whose business—but why talk round the bar 

When it's, just that I hold with getting a 
done with, 61 


ef 
Fy! 39 
| 
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but murder can find no justification in personal opinion. 


Frost intimates that the town people thought there 


justified the 


must have been 8 quarrel between the two that 
death, Bute 
You'd have to have been there and lived it. 
Then you wouldn't have looked on it as just a matter 
Of who began it between the two races.°* 


The miller held no brief for the redskin race, and 
3 


he felt no compunction about eliminating the one last member 


of it in Acton just because: 
Some guttural exclamation: of surprise 
The Red Man gave in poking about the mill 
Over the great big thumping shuffling mill-stone 
Disgusted the Miller physically as coming __ 
From one who had no right to be heard from.” 

Why has prejudice carried him to such radical ends we do not 


know, but much the same thing has happened in other section of 


our country to other people whose complections were not white. 


62op, eit. 
650n. cit. 


aavareued wt md 
atienotwt" | 


oosea ‘te to 


Besar” 
a se a : 


se <ttettie eit moo edool ad bir so taoowers:, montin: x fe Pa Otly 
, 7 nog: 
5 


ie al 
fone 


Fh, ifseyat pow dh silat TDi, annie wih eon iy ie . 
ray me +4 A * 
d ke | 


im | ve aeniband new. a Ect 


Ls 


d ot bavot. ated yew did aadn be tit agony 7 r 
if gatdd s gaittes UPbmy Alo oT) aie eamp ett ody 


— 
2 
! 
“2 
~ 
5 
+t 
YP « 


| fi 
_ - ne € ss 

is 1 ger ea ee ee it 

ie o o £2. 2'a0 Se 19) Pe . ; , 7 - 

} : & ce 

i SANG ~ Se 


| shy 
» oo P Ly ray wy Pen 2 & pt re, fe i * * 

it sftotn LAmroOeywead al mor san 4 Che oT ce yep? i ELEY SD: day Thr 

ch im 


i ; \ a y 
4 au r i i r ‘ r , ~ ear | oh a ; rit 
[ .@t{sd7 Soaront eldgged twod_entt tadd eavemetdrke de onoe a 


-_ i : Z Tn ' 
> bh : 1 ‘ , 
ae . ST sina 
Ai i 
- oll y "“ 
| ie ape Tae val ’ ~~ — { of on ~ ate : 
. ff BeVEL hok sted Hebd oveniad mteg Binor 


2 
j ai , 7 ok Gay eat ae i . : ra bales a ~ rc - M : a ‘s 
Ti {eadtdon a teyh ea ti fo peloel even a np buow mon wrath 5 


} =,2g5e7 OWF Sct oseatved ai fease ow Qn. 4 a 


* LS 4 ke 7 
i] 
it AL _ ny CO ishige, pee a - vel as % wees Jon 
a } tad { » att »saliserinitle cuede  pnoitonugros: om eee 
H ull P, 


/ me 
; ) rely o doktemeloxre: Iatuddue dnote a 
: fl tar sad emod Tape ak Svedoas best eat” «, 
snotent f ] Cite tidied haa ere. 0 
Le ) » “ilaotaydd «3 1TIM ath Bedeugerd “— tr 
ey VS MOT) Stas ot Gt gag ht vom bad OFWs sic Eom 


' . Jom ob ‘Ow ebss [esiher, chore ot, med: Behera eohbirt atic. eid 


i | at , | . p ¥ os ats os 


a a i sn ‘ Lee $ rc ial pe r ey sy 2 whit af if nid é 
) J. (TO 5a L5 0GC Ot TES Pe Bac amid emae add Tp ert rf 
L * © os oC 
7 P| a J v — La 1 Be | yi t- -& 


; } 
ik 
a7 } 
| 
; 
i! 


i ¥ 
ty " ' iP rf 
Rincon Pleas SS a ee ere a teens BS Sea repr igs ip 


——— 


In "The Death of The Hired Man" the old worker has 


accomplished little in this life. His most earnest sympathi- 


gers can only call him "undependable", "worthless". Untermeyer 


says: "a worn-out dncompetant". 


But Frost's treatment is one 


of sympathy f@ aman who did the best he knew. Weak-willed, 


unéducated, he had little hope of ever 


2) 

Lite 

(fa 

fe 

Be 
i 


(or unhappily, as you will) he never fully realized 


adequacy: 


whet he ismwe wouldn't mind him— 
But just the kind thst kinsfolk can't abide. 
He never @id a t 

He don't know why 
As anybody !65 


S 


he isn't quite as good 


It wasn't the life he was a vart of that made 


what he was, but rather his own qualities thatkdetermined 


voor lot. Weitrick found in "The Desth of the Hired Men" a 


The narrow hopeless terms on whi 
consents to give her farm laborers li 
~-e-Man tied to a meanness end the soil...One has a 


, 


ense that we are all like that, jusst hired men who 


ch New ‘England 
fe and descr: 


s 


grudged bounty, and...smount to nothing. 
66 


view of the poem. Frost has given as clear a description of 


larren and Mary, a very normal, well-adjusted, moderately 


successful farm couple, as he has of the hired man; thagh 


64vodern American Poetry, New York: Harcourt, Brace, 
and Company, 1935 p. 254 


EScolleuted Poems of Robert Frost. p. 54 


C6Bruce Weirick, From Whitman to Sandburg, c. p. 20l. 
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Silas is not described as the product of "New England's 
narrow, hopeless terms." 

Silas tried to the end to preserve his self-respect. 
He is an excellent example of rural New England's attitude 
toward maintaining one's independence. 

'He thinks he ought to earn aflittle pay 


Hnough.at least to buy tobacco with, 


So he won't ft 


= 
lave to beg and be beholden. '©7 


It was his futile struggle to avoid sdmitting to himself 
what he knew everyone else thought— that he had been a 
failure— that made the old man arpear pathetic. Mary sensed 
it and determined to save him if she could. When Warren 


= = 


demended to know if Silas had promised to ditch the meadow 


(Ty 


for him, as he had promised often before, Mary replied: 
"Of course he did. What would you have him say? 
Surely you wouldn't grudge the poor old man, 

ral 2 Ba 

Some humb@e way to save his self-respect! 


Amy Lowell's description of Silas as “a poor, half- 
a eee. : Styrene a rae 
crazed old labourer does not seem justified by anything 


man, whose life, for some reason he didn't understand, 


had been one long .series of inconsequential failures; nothing 


S7collected Poems of Robert Frost. p. 49. 
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69Tendencies in Modern Americsn Poetry, Ib 
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that he could ‘put his finger on and say, “Here, I made my 


"W 


mistake, but just a vague realization that whatever he had 


done hed never turned out quite as he had thought it would. 


"The Hill Wife". This. group of poems, in which 
Frost has described the loneliness of a young wife on an 


isolated farm, has been one of the strong arguments fa the 


va) 
af 


adcusation that Frost's characters are half-mad fragments of 
a decaying country civilization. 

As the woman in "The Fear", this woman also felt 
hat rattling the key in the door, when they returned after 


dark, was: 


To give whatever might chance to bk 
Warning and time to be off in flight.70 


The terrified loneliness of the hill wife, her fear 
of entering her house after dark, the sinister interpretation 


she attached to the tramp's smile, and her térrified dreams of 


the purposeful grasping of the pine tree beside the window, 


suggested that she was a city-bred girl.to whom the strangeness 


=) 


of the country mede everything seem dreadful. 


oO 


She was not used to the silence of a farmhouse when 
the men are away.in. the fields.,. The rustling pine by t 


window, which would have comforted country people with its 


soft whispers, became restless fingers, trying to open the 


Velpida pp. L60 
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window latch to her bedroom. 
Her life became so filled with fear that she followed 
her husbend to his work in the fields. Under such distracting 
) terror it was not strange thet when she stepped into the | 
woods out of his sight to pick an alder branch, her mind 
should suddenly tet go its lasthola to sanity, and drive her 
into wild:flight. 
Sudden and swift and light as that 
The ties gave, 
And he learned of finalities 
Besides the grave, (1 
It is impossible to deny that to some women, the 
country is a place of terrifying loneliness; or that the 
isolation of country farms is more destructive to women than 
to men. 
Kreisman calls "Out, Out—" the theme of typical 
Greek tragedy. Circumstances gather to crush people who have 
done nothing to bring such catastrophe upon themselves. /© 
The boy "doing a man's work, though senile at heart,"’%:had 
worked all the day at the saw-rig, giving little thought, 
as is a farmer's wont, to the danger that was there. But 
his involuntary movement when his Sister called "Suprer" 
> 7lIpid. p. 162 
T2Me Recent New England Fulitzer Prize Winners— 
Coffin Frost, Hillyer; Boston University Library, 1945. P. 80. 
735Collected Poemsof Robert Frost. p. 171. 
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CHAPTER III 


ROBERT FROST'S SOLUTION 


The weight of so much that is depressing, morbid, 
and seemingly futile, might all go to make one accept whole 
cloth the judgment that this is the main burden of Rrost's 
work. Certainly a person who read only the previams chapter 


would come away convinced that here was p poet who spoke out 


of a tragic background. The evidence would seem strong for 
the critics who see Frost as a sceptical, disillusioned man. 
But there is more than that to Frost, the man, and 


to his poetry. When we ask the man who knows, we hear: 


Like James, and like Shakespeare too, Frost knows 
that the world has need of both the tender-minded and 
the tough-minded. He is both. You will find, in an 
evening, in an hour, with him that he can be harsh, 
impish, and intolerant; gentle, estholic and wise. 

There are two views of his face no artist, no camera 
can catch: a set, lined, wrinkled, granite view, and a 
gentle, soft, whimsical view—a sort of blindman's face, 
with blue eyes deep-set under shaggy brows, child-like 
anda fmnpeent; but, as you look again, penetrating and 
shrewd. 


And as regards his poetry, there are several things 


to be considered before a final judgment can be reached on 


his work. Chronology should be taken into account. The bulk 


of the poems used in the last chapter to illustrate the 


lMorse, Stearms. The Wholeness of Robert Frost. The 


Quaterly Review Vol. 19 no. 3: pp. 412-16 -16 (duly aly 145) ) 
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various aspects of Frost's morbid portrayal of New England life 


come from his first three volumes of poetry. They cannot, 
naturally, be considered répresentative of his entire mt-put. 
When a man has’ published 7 books of poetry, three plays, and 
innumerable single poems, one would be rash indeed to judge 
him,on'onlychis) cerliest poetry; particularly in’ this case, 
when progression is so'\clearly evident in the poet's suc- 
ceeding volumes. | 
As they wear onward, Frost's Cotlected Poems show an 
' inereasing self-complacence of poetic purpose: from the 
initial effort to'write true things acceptable to his 
Muse (his wife) to writing good things acceptable to 
himself—no small achievement, since Frost is a hard man 
to ptease. 
That statement can say much or little, but it does indicate 
what the majority of readers find true of Frost's poetry—a 
progression of thought and treatment that will not permit of 
over-all judgments based only on his earliest poetry. 
¥et in addition to this,’ and more tb the point, are 
the many poems in the three early books which indicate a 
philosophy that is far from distorted and one-sided. A number 
of the poems profjerwed as examples in the forthcoming chapter 
ere drawn from those early books. They speak for themselves. 


Lay readers, and numerous critics who are in a 


position to know, find that Frost's presentation of New 


2"The Muse!’ Time, XXXIII (1939) 84-87. p. 84. 
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| England life rings true. I hold it a very significant fact 


‘that in 1922 the Women's Clubs of Vermont elected to appoint 


him their Poet Laureate. Certainly a man who saw thetr way of 


life in a wholly unfavorable light, and who presented them as 


insane, emotionally unbelanced snd mal-adjusted would not have 


been singled out for such honor. On the contrary, the 


Christian Science Monitor wrote of their choice; 


The tribute from the women of Vermont comes as - 
recognition of his insight and sympathy. Farmer's wives 
he understands— both their troubles and their joys. One 
people he has chosen to know well, to call them his own 
and through them to portray all human nature. 


When the ladies of a region can agree that some one poet has 


become their true voice, certainly that poet can lay claim to 


a portrayal of life that is whole and experiential. And Time 


called North of Boston a "book of people" so full of New 


England scenery and New Englandtones of woice that even 


foreigners could get the lay of the landscape and the hang of 


its inhabitants.4 


In his, genius for revealing universal human attri- 


butes within clearly delineated personalities, Frost evidences 


a fpagment of the quad ity which has made Chaucer and 


Shakespeare immortal. 


Almost without exception, the critics agree that 
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Frost writes from experience. In the words of Russell 
Blankenship: 


He knows the life of a New England farmer...because 
he has lived it....He talks interestedly about...all 
the daily tasks of the New England farm, and in every 
reference and every syllable he givessevidence that he know 
intimately what he is talking about....° 


The majority of readers also acknowledge that though 
Frost writes of New England people, hé is writing to a far 
larger audience than local New knglanders. Mark Van Doren 
stated this universality of appeal thus: 


One need not have lived in New England to understand 
him. He has induced, it happens, a nostalgia for New 
England in persons who never saw the place...liis voice. 
is immediately recognizable anywhere as a humen voice. 


Harriet Munro has added: 


eeeeehlis art, plunging beneath surfaces and accidents 
seizes upon the essential, the typical, in the relations 
of men and women with each other and with the earth, 
the sky, and all that lives and moves between them. 
Such art passes locel boundaries as lightly as in an 
airplane, md swings out into wider circles of time and 
space. 


James Southall Wilson said, "he is individual in a 


universal sense."8 


And Mark Van Doren has expressed it also 


SAmerican Literature, cited by thornton, Ibid. 


othe American Scholar, cited by Thornton, Ibid. 


7Poets and Their Art. New York:. The Macmillan Comp any’, 
Dp. 56. 

Svirginia Querterly Review, Vol 7:2, cited by 
Thornton, Lbid.  p. 245. 
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in these further words: 


Being a genuine poet he has written poems which are 
shrewd or wise or beautiful in themselves and which may 
be of interest to readers who know nothing of New England. 


G. R. Elliott suggested: "Mr. Frost has become more 


deeply representative than many poets who have set themselves 


at catching the spirit of our age,"10 


George F. Whicher sroke of Frost's characters as: 
ee 


New Englanders still living in the native tradition, 
‘integers who thought for themselves and spoke their minds 
with humorous indirection...Behind the poetry is a way of 
living’ too deeply inbred*to be denied;.an instinct for 
completeness too human to be forgotten. 


John Haines: "He writes of New England farmers and 


their underlings much in the same way, and with the like 


insight sas Wordsworth wrote of the Cumbrian 'statesmen' and 


cottagers...;1“Sidney Cox, wae stated; "Intense, imaginative 


sympathy suffuses Mr. Frost's poems of people."15 James 


Southall Wilson: "®hey are never remembered as imagined but 


“The American Secholser, Gited by Thornton, Ibid. 


10The Nation. Vol 109:2840 pp. 713-15. Dec. 5, 1919. 
Cited by. Thornton, Ibid. p.. 186. 


llfrom The Amherst Record, Jyly 14, 1937. Cited by 
Thornton. p. 100. 


1l2From the Gloucester Joupnel, Peb..2, 1955... Cited 
by Thornton eid. p98. 


15From The New Republic, Vol. 12: 147, pp. 109-11, 
Aug. 25, 1917. Cited by Thornton, lbid., p. 15%. 
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(Peg kes! on ; ; 
9s actual people ;i4 end Nark Van Doren, who remarked that 
Frost "has not dealt with them sentimentally nor...in the 
manner of a visitor to these communities who regards them as 


museums of odd characters and strange dialects,"19 


Giving Frost a hearing in all this coment on his 


ek 


characters, we read in "Brown's Descent": 


eclexislewemometimes as an authority 

On moter=cars, L'm asked if I 

Should say our stock was petered out, 
And this. is my sincere reply; 


Yankees are what they always were 16 


Frost seldom expresses, his own opinion in his work; 


ae 


in fact, he has often seemed to be writing with his tongue in 
his cheek; yet the determined, shortespoken farmer in "Brown's 
Descent", appears to be his picture of Yankees as “they always 
were", 

Coffin agrees that the people of New England are 
essentially sound: "Through these people of Frost's the 
essential New England has emerged at last, the tough and 


lesting New England. New England has always been more famous 


for making people than for making shoes and sheets. Now that 


the shoes and sheets have gone elsewhere to be made, the lead- 


ing occupation of the place shows up more clearly....And 


l4virginia Quarterly Review. Cited by Thornotn’p. 240 


l5American and British Literature Since 1890. New York 
& London: The téntury Co, 2925.  "p." 21. 
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1€cgollected Poems of Robert. Frost.s* pp. 174-17 
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their sharp corners and crab-like ideas of going ahead back- 
wards or sideways, become proper and universal common people. 


They Aave such toughness and lasting human nature in them.17 


like the following: 


country ppople, Coffin has this to say. 


people,for: all 


When the critics take on this problem of whether or 


not Frost gives a valid picture of life, their judgments are 


Mr. Frost is as*skilful a Symbolist as anyone, and 
his critics acknowledge that this’ is so; but the mystery 
in his poems is newer of the sort which makes so many 
contemporary poems sound like puzzles. It is merely the 
mystery which there is in existence and which he has his 
own personal way of feeling. Just as his untraired 
readers have enjoyed hearing the voice of his verse 
because it is a singularly human voice, so they have 


enjoyed the additional and deeper layers of meaning which 


underlie the apparently simple pieces. It is not that 
hothing is clear. The surface is clear as daybreak. It 


is that the things which are unclear are the things which 


elsewhere in the world sare unclear—in all our life, no 
tess. 


As for the real problem of the conditions 


day New England and their significance in the life of the 


Frost likes his people in individuals, not.mass 
x p73 J Ps 3 
formation. He isn't blaming their troubles on the cap- 


italists or the environment, but on the way life is built 
and the way they are tuilt. It is w wider kind of idealism. 


And, anyway, troubles may be good for a man. Frost has 
found it so.19 


L7New Foetry of New England: Nobinson md Frost. 


18Merk Van Doren, cited by Thornton, page 10. 


12New Poetry of New England. p. 70. 
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Latha ‘ian x “abit 


A good’ answer for those who cry "grim", "morbid", 


"sedistic", comes from Louis Untermeyer. 


There is much that must make the mature poetry of 
Robert Frost seem determinedly grim, and this indeed is 
one of the favorite charges brought against his work. It 
is an easy generality, one that is difficult to dislodge; 
especially from the mind of those who, having uttered a 
theory, find it superfluous to prove it. The truth is 
that: Frost is grim and he is also gay; he is matter-of-fac 
and extraordinarily fanciful—he is, in short, the many- 
mooded creature that most sensitive human beings are.” 


Coffin speaks as a New Englander when he asserts’ the 
rock-bed reality of Frost's characters and enlarges on their 


attitude toward life. 


Frost has caught them unawares. ‘They are not, to use 
the very common idiom, people all dressed up with no place 
to go. They are*in their old clothes and already there. 
They have places to live in, they are not visiting, as at 
the photograpvher's. They ‘aré at all sorts of work, not 
merely in a state of being, like Wordsworth's people, so 
often. They are totally unconscious both of their vigor 
and their democracy, unlike Whitman's citizens of "these 
states." .....still, a lot of Frost's people are no better 
than they should be. Some are worse. some of them are 
graceless and do not get ahead in the world, unless it is 
by burning down the house for the fire insurance and buying 
a telescope to study the stars. But unlike hobinson's 
peophe, they almost never brood or shut themselves away 
from life’ They stay right Gn the middle of it. There 
sre none of the loafers Whitman so admires. ‘hey are 
people who expect adversity and small potatoes and few in 
ae 


It is the hypothesis, of this work that Frost presents 
much more than a lost New England. I, and persons much more 


learned than 1, see solutions in him— salvation as Coffin puts 


20 American Poetry Sime 1900. p. 28. 
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2lNew Poetry of New England. p. 65. 
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it. These solutions lie in everyday life. They are available 


take them. 


to all who will 


As an over-all exarnple of what Frost would say to 


his New England neighbow about living a whole, happy life, 


"Te Times Table" furnishes us*s convenient example. In it 


Frost criticizes those who do not have hope for the future, 


He sees the fault of pessimism: and fatelism as a real cause 


ills of northern New England--if people will 


of the threatning 


take a whole view of life, and embrace it fully they can 


counteract the difficulties— otherwise, they encourage their 


own destruction. 


More than half way up the pass 
Was a spring with a broken drinking glass, 
And whether the farmer drank or not 

His mare was sure to observe the spot 

By cramping the wheel on a water-bar, 
Turning her forehead with a star, 

And straining her ribs, for.a monster sigh; 
To which the farmer would make reply, 

‘A sigh for every so many breath, 

And for every so meny sigh adeath. 

That's whet Ll always tell my, wife 

Is: the multiplication table, of life.." 

The saying may be ever so true; 

But it's just the kind of sa thing that you, 
Nor 1, nor nobody else may say, 

Unless our purpose is doing harm, 

And then I know of no better way 

To close a road, sbandon a farm, 

Reduce the births of the human race, 

And bring back nature in people's place.<< 


22Colleuted Foems of Robert Frost. p. 336. 


43 


. 7 


Ss me wy ee 
‘aia altéun's 
, » " af : ¥ ' . 


1. 


j i ie J , hae * | 
‘ r nn may a 


‘ i . ee i a a is > ‘ek ) 
bis) od re: dicow Jeo: Hairy bo. sl eiemey Tile te vey) fay 


es iid Vek i / e* Cariv, 8 Sty {1 ES. dc iioehe HOU es if Pie { Ret So) 
na i) a Tiree aed an nk mz 
“re ( ey | } Fr LAL | "Th Pa co 
ie +t. at y + initial, ah x LS eld eae Sy ey a 
\ wr i ie F 9 en an: } LEAS VAD 2 ‘ q re ; raed Par ’ &hds _ chek mi yy ” 
i ; , j : ; } Ly 4 ) ee 
Ba @, 4 eR INS Sh OT OTOP, Sy Set TOF VP OW Seats Hep t OEE. ¢ sor 
ry a 2) ‘ hk ys 
= v ‘ 
La j A 8 ee ween 4 reinieseay To Piveh «ath sed 
H 
uy 
b ! 
: ’ ~ & . p — y aA tp q 2 pth > 
Wott 4] se * eer peta Poe Stee eit oe 16 é f- 0 F cas hile Be Ley i | agit ta 
; j ie) 


Soeitd ny a i? Waly efojlw 2 6fac 
J : io 


ak i 
fi % i i d i i 
i i “a riya my Tees . 5 rod t ee EY Bie 1 yt & he ir 
; Lees | rote: yeds oat wy ee tdivokt tlh aid doenedon 
oe y ; i a 
; 7 ee 
= pic oh ie — AN iu 
HOLS ete ap hae 
i e ‘i 
“ i: t , 1% 
7 ' ; s, UF vy a ‘i 3.3 yee che / we 
: t ft 7 ‘4 “ a7: ie 
y : Py ieee ; cy t that 6 ie ah ae oP , 
. “—e ¥ alnd 1 ’ 
7 i , 1 L \ LE , I F eke tv € he 
j 
: ' 4 y = i 4 . . 
. . J a? Bm, ? Oo } uh ne he oe r 
- i) tty io hotr Pm wy ‘ Feo Tt we) 
4 at t,  Fealp n awe © ale 
7 7 be nw ty Ee hae ts 
: 4 ” ‘ * ms a 
; D4 | Pe ry rJ aie I ; tt (in Ps aj 
a y 
fy ‘ o | y ( 
& Gund ; bear i Or ; iy 
Ff } % 
eft PBI ME oe j 1s pt Ee 
. ¢ ? 
. eI ? , ‘ f ’ ry 
> } Ls 4} a ee | f oh (eT ond ge 
sop ben rt gr , . ae : tia 
* Y ‘ vl whi a *T, : i 
te — : on 
! +4 - fp 4 ¢ 
a. \ i = : hh 7 K ol L f et * ps 
7 ‘ 
eet } <>. Fiemn WEE 
( “ 
‘ , ‘ A xt fad siiia'ts .¢ 
6? { h a A tl > OURS an ai af Ba 
mi 4 
r q - 
\ Po f : wm 
e ¥, 0" i A % py C \ 0) cf 
. r . ’ 6 - 
9 it stoh ef 9 SB A > Ra 
- martin tll _f ‘ of v 
TSST 9 t Lo word 1 moc 
" off | ete 
| (Wels rohnade. ast @ ieaets 
» 4 i , ] 
t Wier es 
| \ t Pit wise cots Sot ha % 
i : ; ’ f ' aoe \ Fin ff 5 
' elas d 5 } | ns er OO cl To ep 2 
dy Mh 
, ) 
' 
i 
ad j 
: i 
fi oe - > ae Ay o's ae | ” 
, pis ail aw ; Dh NAD GD ah 
$ 1 ee A iY AD 


i Wu 
Herdly a consideration of Mr. Frost comes to the 
) press without at leest a mention of the poet's whimsy, wit, 
) and dry Yankee humor. Critics, say what they will, admit his 


ift in this field. One of the few who find fault here is our 
eternal fault-finder, Miss Amy Lowell. She calls an example 
of Mr. Frost's work "a laborious attempt at humour. Mr. Frost 


kindly and genial voet, but he is never either whimsical 
> ae 5 


je 
a 
thy] 


or quaint....Mr. Frost give’ us no’ such delicious bits of 
humour as Jemes Russell Lowell's: 


We're curus critters: Now ain't jes' the minute 
That ever fits us easy while we're in it."*9 


But Robert Coffin has an answer for her when he writes of New 


England characters thus: 


The older writers just didn't see their poetic 
possibilities. When they did use these people st all, 
it was for lighter poems and genre poems. They took 
the greatest pains to misspelltheir telk to make it look 
humorous. And the poets condescended, as Lowell in his 
Biglow Papers. That's one thing you can't do with men 
and women like these. It's the New England unpardonable 
Sin 


Mr. Coffin sees rather the real humor in Frost and the 
importance of that humor to the New Englander. I8 is a 


part of Frost's solution for New England's problem. It is an 


integral end necessary part of the New Englaender's makeup. 


} “STnedencies in Modern American Poetry. p. 125. 


£4New Poetry of New England, p. 70. 
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aoe puke dis eset out of Frost’s raw material for art, 
the human crudities, the lovable manifestations of rough- 
handed living, that one of the greatest of the strengths 
of Robert Frost has sprung. This is his humor. A saving 
sense of humor is most certainly one of his best rule-of- 
thumb guides to salvation. For with this poet, laughing 
is a serious matter, and it..leads to the high levels of 
serenity. It is a thing of beauty just as surely as the 
hunger and thirst afger belief. It is a law of life.©o 
Even the problems that seemthe greatest tragedies 
need laughter once in s while to take the sting out of them. 
Frost can laugh at the spectacle of man's inability to people 
the wilderness...."So he explains the name of Still Corners 
in his poem New Hampshire— the name comes, not from silence or 
whiskey, but from the fact that the-place,is still just a 
erossroads, still corners in the woods."£6 
Frost believes in laughter for his own everyday 
living. Anyone who has ever heard him lecture will bear me 
out in that. This tonic that is an answer for his friends in 
the mountains of New Hampshire and Vermont has real meaning 
for his own life. A dady who knew him in the years at 
Finkerton Academy writes of having had this experience with 
him: 
Dne late afternoon I ssw a most wonderful sunset as 
I looked from the chapel window at school. Anxious to 
have someone share the beauty before me, I called Mr. 
Frost and our librarian to enjoy the gorgeous display. 


I thought that my fellow workers did not show the proper 
amount of enthusiasm and old them so quite emphatically. 
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The next morning, as I sat st my desk, Mr. Frost dropped } 
before me the following lines written in pencil upon a ) 
sheet of yellow school paper. p 


An A No. 1 Sundown : 
(Written by request.) . 
. 


Miss Clerk gave a sunset party 

At a western window in Chapel, 

And because our delight wasn't hearty, 
Or we couldn't find words to grapple 
With the ravishing skyscape before us, 
Miss Clark got as mad as a taurus. 

She appealed to the innate calf in us 
If the gold wasn't here diaphanous, 
There hard and metallic and glittering. 
Then maddened still more by tittering 
At her words diaphanous, metallic, 

She celled us dolichocephalic 

And everything awful but feminine; 

Said she wouldn't have notody run down, 
Or in any wey squeeze a lemon in, 

Her besutiful A One Sundown.&7 


Frost often leughs at himself. When others learn 


that trick from him, they will have gone far to alleviate 


their personalsiliss” Evenvasa farmer, he can look at agri- 
cultural calamity with a chuckle. "In Time of Cloudburst" 


he says: 


Let the downpour roil and toil! . 
The worst it can do to me . 
Is carry some garden soil 

A little nesrer the sea. 
Then 911 I need do is run 
To the other end of the slope, 
And on tracts laid new to the sun, 
Begin all over to hope.<8 


27Sylvia Clary'Robert Frost--The Derry Years," ‘ 
i New Hempshire Troubadour XVI (1946) 12-15. p. 15. 7 


28Gollected Poems of Robert Frost. Die j(OOes 
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Frost is far from the chronic penny-pincher who lets 


New England stringencies make samiser of him. 


we 


The Hardship of Accounting 


Never ask of money spent 

Where the spender thinks it went. 
Nobody was ever meant 

To remember or invent 

What he did with every cent. 9 


Coffin mentions a poem of Frost's that is a wide- 
" 


spread favorite for humor and gentle satire. 


of Frost's moments enough seriousness can come suddenly in 


na 


Frost believes in having some of his laughs start that low. 


laugh with Frost can go a long ways. It can go high enough 


to touch even the totalitarian state. There is his poem 


"Departmental"; 90 


An ant on the table cloth 

Ran into a dormant moth 

Of many times his size. 

He showed not the least surprise. 
His business wasn't with such. 

He gave it scarcely a touch, 

And was off on his duty run. 

Yet if he encountered one 

Of the hive's enquiry squad 
Whose work is to find out God 

And the nature of time and space, 
He would put him onto the case. 
Ants are scurious race; 

One crossing with hurried tread 
The body of one of their dead 
Isn't given dmoment's sarrest— 
Seems not even impressed. 


“2Ipid. p. 408/ 


SONew Poetry of New Englend. p. 56. 
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collars to the trembling "great man"--never realizing that he 


had more of earthly goods than he needed already, and surely 


had no desire for this man's left-overs. 


Frost is laughing here atithe ‘home town boy who 


ability to talk with his 


made good' and who thereby lost his 


own people. The "great man" of the story had become a scholar, 


but his knowledge wes no help in getting him through an 


unpleasant situation in the hotel room. He had lost his 


ability to be human, to be supple in meeting the extingencies 


or Lite. 


There is another poem in which Frost turns to laugh 


at himself. He has held on to an old, old pair of Bhoes 


because they have special meaning for him. The poem strikes 


one as a ophns over his idiocyncrasy and ato ut the joke of 


spanning the country in one stride, the while presenting an 


sllegory of Frost's true place in our literary nation. 


A Record Stride 


In a Vermont bedroom closet 
With a door of two broad boards 

And for backwall a crumbling old chimney 
(And that's whet their toes are towards), 


I have a pair of shoes standing, 
Old rivals of sagging leather, 

Who once kept surpassing each other, 
But now live even together. 


They listen for me in the bedroom 
To ask me a thing or two 

About who is too old to go walking, 
With too much stress on the who. 
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Going for water, plowing and seeding, mowing, 
rolling apples down into a cellar, gathering leaves=— 
homely and common everyday chores are rituals of lovely 
and loyal living that make a man feel so good that he 
forgets about trouble and sorrow and the dying he must 
come to some day. Tasks of day to day, year to year; 
but also life to life ones.40 


Here again Frost is writing out of his own exper- 
ience. He was the young man whom Amy Lowell described as 
"working from morning till night to tear a living out of the 
thin soil."41 Yet she is also speaking of Frost when she 


writes of "The Pasture"; "Here in afew words is an upland 


pasture with the farmer at work in it, and here is that 


tenderness, that love of place snd people which marks all 


that this poet does:"4¢ 
I'm going ow to clean the pasture spring; 
I'll only stop to rake the leaves away 
(And wait to watch the water clear, I may): 
I sha'n't be gone long.— You come too. 
I'm going out to fetch the little calf 
That's stending by the mother. It's so young, 
It totters when she licks it with her tongue. 
I sha'n't be gone long.—You come too,495 
Miss Lowell also suspects that a great many of the 
poems in his published books would seem to date from the 


Derry period of his farming life, if not in actual writing, 


40New Foetry of New England. p. 53. 
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stands up now with his feet solidly planted on his ledges, just 
as tell as ever he was, and keeps an eye on the weather and on 
And he is a well man."46 
) At one time Frost says out=right: 
~; 
Build soil’. Turn the farm in upon itself 
Until it‘ can: contain itself no more, a 
ut sweeting-fu- drips wine and oil a little. 
But ting-full, driy i ipa Littve.4? 
And he speaks in this same poem of the love of the 


land that 


this work engenders: 


Needless to say to you, my 


argument 


is not to lure thetecity to the country. 

Let those possess the land and only those, 

Who love it with a love so strong and stupid 
That they may be abused and taken advantage of 
And made fun of by business, law and art; 

They still harig on.48 


Another poem that completely illustrates this 


answer thet is Frost's and many men's is one already mentioned 


"Putting in Seed". There is such sweetness 


it is sll he can do to tear himself away. ‘Ihe fact is 


thet labor knows. '!49 


th e 


in this work that 


sweetest dream 
You come to fetch me from my work to-night 
When supper's on the table, and we'll see 
If I can leave off burying’ the white 
Soft petals fallen from the apple tree 
46New Poetry of New England. p. 49. 
47Collected Poems of Robert Frost. p. 428. 
) 48TRid. “ps. 427. 
S9iPidse Ps 20. 
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(Soft petals, yes, but not so barren quite, 
Mingled with these, smooth bean and wrinkled pea;) 
And go along with you ere you lose sight 

Of what you came for and become like me, 

Slave to a springtime passion for the earth. 

How Love burns through the Futting in the Seed 

On through the watching for that early birth 

When, just as the soil tarnishes with weed, 


The sturdy seedling with arched body comes 
Shouldering its way and shedding the earth crumbs.90 


Finally, and closely related to this last that we 


have been considering, there is the solution that Frost finds 


in Nature. Frost waves away the title of ‘nature poet', but 


it would seem that much of his answer lies in that very realm. 


A critic sees an answer to this paradox. 


it is hard to separate Frost's nature from human 
nature, his flowers and trees and apples from people, eve 
stubble-scarred apples from people. He says the same — 
thing himself. He insists constantly that he is not a 
nature pott. He calls himself a poet of people. All 
nature is related to them. Not they to it, as is the way 
with Wordsworth. He deals with people in the state of 
nature best— state of good nature, I am always tempted to 
add, remembering Frost's determination— it amounts to tha 
to see the good points about people rather than their bad. 
So New England secretiveness is mixed in with blueberries, 
end a maficwho keeps quiet about where the big blueberries 
grow is forgiven the sin of covetousness for the blue- 
berries sake. Wall-mending becomes a sermon in neigh- 
borliness. A plain fermer gets mixed up with the stars 
when he tekes up a cooled meteor to build into his wall. 
Frost's perticulars everywhere run out to great unl versals 


Frost's Nature is real, vivid. An image in a poem 


SOIbid. p. 72. 


Slvew Foetry of New England. p. 59. 
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can take you right out of your surroundings to the very 


situation he is describing. How apt is his description of 


particularly at this time of year. 


an Aprit day, 


The sun was warm but the wind was chill. 
You know how it is with an April day 

When the sun is out and the wind is still, 

You're one month on in the middle of May. 

But if you so much as dare to speak, 

A cloud comes over the sunlit arch, 

A wind comes off a frozen peak, 
And you're two months back in the middle of March, 


And another stanza from this poem that has so very much of 


Spring as an integral part of its worth and beauty: 


The water for a 
In summertime with s witching-wand, 
In every wheeélrut's now a brook, 


In every print of a hoof a pond. 

Be glad of water, but don't forget 

The lurking frost in the earth beneath 
That will steal forth after the sun is set 
And show on the water its crystal teeth.°9 


These things are all about us, but we need someone to help us 


see them. A fellow poet and New Englander has said of Frost: 


This farmer has a pair of new eyes. And this man's 
eyes saw the exquisite patterns of rightness in the 
simplest thing he was doing, setting up the stones in a 
wall, maybe, or cleaning out last year's leaves from a 
spring. 1 know that kind of spring. My father had one 
on his farm. It is a barrel set in the ground without 
a bottom, and birch leaves gather clusters of diamonds on 
their edges where they lie underwater, and a moonstone 
rounds up in the bottom where the water bubbles up. Maybe 
another jewel hangs in the air, without a thread, where a 
dragonfly hovers. Robert Frost reminded me that was a 
poem. And the young calf that tottered when his mother 


S2collected Foems of Robert Frost. 
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